University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and
Social Sciences

Great Plains Studies, Center for

Spring 2010

Book Review: Lost Tracks: Buffalo National Park,
1909-1939 By Jennifer Brower
Alan MacEachern
University of Western Ontario

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch
Part of the American Studies Commons
MacEachern, Alan, "Book Review: Lost Tracks: Buffalo National Park, 1909-1939 By Jennifer Brower" (2010). Great Plains Research: A
Journal of Natural and Social Sciences. 1095.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch/1095

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Great Plains Studies, Center for at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.

BOOK REVIEWS
Rewilding the West: Restoration in a Prairie Landscape. By Richard Manning. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2009. 230 pp. Maps, figures, notes,
bibliography, index. $24.95 cloth.

conservation efforts in the Great Plains. Readers will
need to take care and judge for themselves, however, the
applicability to their geographies of interest. For example,
Manning makes strong statements on the origin and consequences of public land leases to graziers, creating a legacy
of ranchers dependent on the government, yet this doesn’t
pertain at all to Nebraska’s privately owned Sandhills despite their inclusion in the book’s focus geography.
Ultimately, Manning leaves no myths of the West unchallenged, using his journalistic skills as an investigator
and storyteller to reveal unexpected dimensions of the
region’s historical icons—the Plains Indian, open-range
cattleman, homesteader, red-state politician, and antigovernment landowner. In Manning’s opinion, knowing the
rich, complex history of the land is a necessary first step
towards repairing it. Otherwise, “[d]eceiving ourselves
into believing we do is precisely why this land grows
nothing so much as failure.” Mace Hack, The Nature
Conservancy, Omaha, Nebraska.

Rewilding the West gives a first impression of being
the story of an innovative conservation project—creation
of a 3.5 million-acre wildlife preserve from both public
and private lands, restocked with bison and other traditional Plains wildlife—in the Missouri Breaks of eastcentral Montana. However, Manning only devotes thirteen
pages to the project at the end of the book, with a few
additional references to it scattered throughout. Instead,
he traces the history of the site, from the days of the bison
to modern times. In doing so, he provides a fascinating
and useful frame of reference for current conservation
efforts in the Northern Plains by describing how people
have transformed one of the planet’s most productive,
wildlife-rich environments to one ecologically degraded,
underconserved, and forgotten by most Americans. To
Manning, this project promises to return at least one
important part of the Northern Plains to productivity,
for wildlife and people, by “reconcile[ing] nature and
economy to create a working landscape.”
Manning develops several themes throughout the
book. The native plants and animals of the Plains have
coevolved in a delicate balance, thriving in adaptation to
the region’s fierce and unpredictable climate. Agriculture,
whether livestock grazing or crop production, cannot be
sustained in this harsh environment without considerable
government support. Even worse, agriculture has led to
the destruction of the Plains’ unique ecology, removing its large grazers like bison and elk, eradicating its
top predators, breaking up the grassland and putting its
topsoil to the wind, and damming its rivers and streams.
Mostly failed government policies from both ends of the
political spectrum drove this change, Manning claims:
“[t]he progressive zeal of the reformer is every bit as
dangerous as the swagger of the cowboy, and, conversely,
the ‘conservative’ West is almost wholly a creature of the
nation’s most socialist of projects, the New Deal.” Manning concludes with the argument that only a return to
an economy based on wildlife can provide a sustainable
livelihood for people in this region.
To the extent this history is shared more broadly
across the Northern Plains, and beyond (e.g., the “West”),
Manning’s insights can also inform broader wildlife

Lost Tracks: Buffalo National Park, 1909-1939. By
Jennifer Brower. Edmonton, AB: AU Press, 2008. vii +
184 pp. Maps, photographs, tables, notes, bibliography,
index. $29.95 paper.
Buffalo National Park stands as both a high and a low
point in the history of the Canadian national park system.
In 1908, it was created near Wainwright, Alberta, as a
reserve, and soon a park, to house Plains bison being
shipped from Montana; the park’s existence helped to restore the near-extinct species. The bison population grew
too swiftly, in fact, leading to deteriorated range conditions and rampant tuberculosis. In a misguided attempt
to alleviate this pressure, the Parks Branch in the 1920s
shipped tubercular Plains bison to Wood Buffalo National
Park, consequently infecting and hybridizing the purebred wood bison there. With its own range still depleted
and its bison still diseased, Buffalo National Park was
closed in 1939, the land turned over to the Department of
National Defense.
Jennifer Brower’s Lost Tracks does a creditable job of
tracing this fleeting history of what was intended to be
a permanent place. Relying largely on correspondence
and reports from the Parks Branch’s archival record, she
details what park administrators and wildlife personnel
were thinking at every step along the way. Perhaps because the bison had come from private herds before being
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shipped to this new enclosed park and were perceived to
need considerable initial management to ensure survival,
staff never reached the point of thinking of them as wildlife, as Brower nicely shows. They were more like ranch
animals, and the experiments in their commercialization
and crossbreeding sprang from that. Lost Tracks is also
strong in arguing that Canada’s major motivation in saving the bison in the first place, and saving as many as it
did, was a spirit of rivalry with the United States; bison
would help showcase Canada as a nation rich in natural
resources. An offer to purchase more bison in 1914 led
one civil servant to muse that “the Dominion acquiring
the last large herd of good buffalo left in the United States
[would] thus not only [improve] its own herd, but [leave]
the United States that much the poorer.”
The book is not without flaws. It could certainly use
a map locating the long-closed park in the greater West
(Wainwright is southeast of Edmonton, close to the Saskatchewan border). It might have offered a less Ottawacentered portrait of the park by including more local and
oral history. Its thematic chapter structure tends to dilute
the impact of the park’s strong overall narrative: description of the relocation of bison to Wood Buffalo National
Park is split over three chapters, for example, and Buffalo’s eventual closure is passed over with extraordinary
speed. And its simple thesis, that decisions related to
Buffalo National Park “were defined and shaped by the
cultural atmosphere of the early 20th century,” is unsatisfying, particularly given that relevant issues in that
cultural atmosphere go unexplored, such as the 1920s
societal fear of bovine tuberculosis because of its milkborne link to nonpulmonary tuberculosis in humans.
Still, Lost Tracks merits reading by anyone interested
in the history of national parks or wildlife in the West.
A ghost park, even more than a ghost town, serves as a
healthy reminder of the risk in assuming any place’s permanence. Alan MacEachern, Department of History,
University of Western Ontario.
Large-Scale Ecosystem Restoration: Five Case Studies from the United States. Edited by Mary Doyle and
Cynthia A. Drew. Washington, DC: Island Press, 2008.
xiv + 325 pp. Maps, figures, notes, references, index.
$35.00 paper.
This book focuses on how the adaptive management
process is driving watershed-wide, science-based collaborative restoration efforts in the Everglades, the Platte
River Basin, the California Bay-Delta, the Chesapeake
Bay, and the Upper Mississippi River. The adaptive
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management process, driven by a federal mandates,
is used in each restoration project to resolve scientific
uncertainties as well as conflicts among diverse local
stakeholders. All five case studies deal with the overarching issue of water quality and quantity. Restoring historic
hydrologic regimes in areas where human developments
have altered hydrology is the ecological goal of each of
these projects. This conflict between consumptive water
uses and the water needs of natural systems drives the
majority of issues in all five studies.
Stakeholders came to realize the need to manage
watershed ecosystems in order to achieve long-term success preserving individual species and restoring water
quantity and quality. Piecemeal management efforts were
not working. Though the adaptive management process is
actuated by federal agencies, local stakeholders play major roles in decision making. This local input maintains
and encourages trust in the process, as exemplified in the
Platte River project.
The Platte River project is a partnership approach
aimed at restoring critical habitat requirements for two
endangered (whooping crane and interior least tern) and
one threatened (piping plover) bird species and maintaining habitat for one endangered fish species (pallid sturgeon). Habitat requirements for these species,
instituted through the Endangered Species Act (ESA),
compelled a sustained three-decade conversation about
how to reconcile human water needs with improved and
preserved critical habitat for listed species. Representatives of the Department of the Interior, the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service, the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation,
and the states of Colorado, Nebraska, and Wyoming
are working together to address a long-term plan for
restoring the Platte River. Restoration efforts, focused
on instream water flows needed for preserving critical
habitat, require a difficult balancing act between maintaining flow for wildlife while meeting human uses.
Restoration goals also call for an additional 10,000 acres
of wildlife habitat to be acquired by the program in the
first 13-year increment.
Bird response in the Platte River Basin to an altered
hydrologic regime is a very complicated issue. Adaptive management is being used by stakeholders to move
discussions forward on stalemated issues when much is
unknown and local interests are not in agreement. The
adaptive management process is also being used to gain
valuable management information on the endangered
species while stakeholders proceed in restoring critical
habitat. Rich Walters, Platte Habitat Partnership, The
Nature Conservancy, Wood River, Nebraska.

